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				What People Are Saying About

				How to Be Like Mike . . .

				“Pat Williams is a great motivational speaker, and now motivates us again using the life and characteristics of Michael Jordan. Pat has captured much of what makes Michael, Michael, and in doing so will help you reach your potential.”

				—Dean Smith

				former head basketball coach, University of North Carolina

				“Pat Williams writes the book that could be a collaboration of Dale Carnegie and Studs Terkel. He talks to everyday people about the most unique person. And he comes away with a guide to success.”

				—Sam Smith

				sportswriter, Chicago Tribune

				“How to Be Like Mike is an insight into the tools that made Michael Jordan the best competitor in sports. In order to win, you have to hate losing, and nobody loathed that feeling more than Michael. He possessed a unique ability to turn any task into competition and the uncompromising will to win any battle. Someone may come along with comparable athletic skills, but what set Michael apart was his mental strength.”

				—George Karl

				NBA head coach

				“Be it sports,politics or life, Pat Williams shows us how to get it done—the Michael Jordan way.”

				—Tim Russert

				moderator, NBC’s Meet the Press

				“Fascinating and entertaining! Learn and relive the success secrets from the most amazing basketball player by the most amazing storyteller. Great stuff!”

				—Pat Croce

				former president, Philadelphia 76ers

				“The coaching profession is a very competitive one where everybody’s always looking to get better. As long as you weren’t coaching against him, Michael Jordan was an absolute joy to watch. Pat Williams’s new book was an absolute joy to read. And you’ll be a better coach and person after you’ve read it.”

				—Jerry Tarkanian

				head basketball coach, Fresno State University

				“This is Pat Williams’s best book yet. Anyone who reads this will never again ask, ‘Why was Michael Jordan so special?’ Young and old alike will be inspired to excellence after reading How to Be Like Mike.”

				—Bill Fitch

				former NBA coach

				“Inspiration begets inspiration! Hundreds of wonderful stories accounting the personal experiences by those people closest to Michael Jordan. You’ll learn about Mike from those who truly knew him best!”

				—John Gabriel

				general manager, Orlando Magic

				“Pat Williams demonstrates he is both an observant student and astute teacher when describing the natural relationship that exists between athletic competition and inspirational messages. While none of us will ever truly know what special ingredients make Michael Jordan the competitor he is, How to Be Like Mike comes as close to capturing the essence of Mr. Jordan as I’ve seen while providing inspiration to us all.”

				—Kevin Johnson

				former NBA player

				“This book is filled with priceless information way beyond Michael Jordan. Do yourself a favor—read it and then buy a copy for everyone in your galaxy.”

				—Lefty Driesell

				longtime college basketball coach

				“I’m assigning How to Be Like Mike as required reading for my players at the University of Louisville. This is a terrific book that is going to have wide-ranging impact.”

				—Rick Pitino

				head basketball coach, University of Louisville “Pat Williams has done it again! No one can capture the great qualities of Michael Jordan like Pat. This is a ‘must read’ for anyone associated with sports.”

				—Lute Olson

				head basketball coach, University of Arizona

				“Pat Williams has done a thorough research job on this book and now we all know what has to be done to be like Mike. I couldn’t stop reading.”

				—Doc Rivers

				head coach, Orlando Magic
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				Pat Williams:

				To my son Michael—

				May the lessons of this “other”

				Michael penetrate your life.

				Michael Weinreb:

				To my grandmothers, B and E,

				who have probably never heard

				of this “other” Michael.
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				JUST FOR TEENS: MIKE IN THE MIRROR

				Congratulations! As a teenager, you have made a wise choice in selecting this book. Your second great decision is to aspire to be like Mike. Surely be yourself (nobody else wants the job), but as you assimilate Michael’s traits and begin to release those Jordan endorphins, you will have a major head start on your peers. (As one who has raised nineteen teenagers and has interviewed over 1,500 people about Michael Jordan, some might consider me an authority on both subjects.) Attach this handy checklist to your mirror so you will be able to take a daily progress inventory of your mission to be like Mike.

				Focus. Train your mind to concentrate upon the essentials and discard the frivolous and unimportant.

				Passion & Energy. Enthusiasm is one of the greatest emotions. Without it there is no achievement. With it, a new idea can win over an old idea.

				Hard Work. If you want to leave your footprints on the sands of time, you’d better wear work shoes.

				Perseverance. Perseverance is not a long race; it is many short races one after another.

				Responsibility. “Success on any major scale requires you to accept responsibility. . . . In the final analysis, the one quality that all successful people have is the ability to take on responsibility.”

				—Michael Korda

				Influence. The greatest of motivational principles is: People do what people see. As adults we are still playing Follow the Leader.

				Competing and Winning. Winners expect to win in advance. Life is a self-fulfilling prophecy.

				Teamwork. People support what they help create.

				Leadership. Good leadership should do more than attract followers. It should produce more leaders.

				Respect, Trust, Loyalty. There’s only one thing finer than a friend you can trust, and that’s one who trusts you.

				Character. We all want character, but not the trials that produce it. You can’t build character in a cocoon.

				—Pat Williams

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FOREWORD

				By Grant Hill

				Orlando Magic All-Star

				Even though tens of thousands wear Air Jordans, there will never be another who fills Michael Jordan’s shoes—and I know from personal experience! I am flattered by comparisons, but realistically I can never live up to his achievements. What MJ has done for basketball, sports in general, race relations . . . it’s incalculable. It’s time to give “Who’s going to be the next Michael Jordan?” a rest. It’s unfair to Michael and to every other aspiring athlete.

				The fascination with MJ continues. Will he return? People want him back so badly. He has had such an enormous hold on us and our culture. His presence as an active player has been sorely missed.

				The eleven chapters that follow capture Michael’s persona perfectly. He schooled us on and off the court, and as one of his students, I give him A pluses across the board.

				Focus. With a game on the line, MJ could achieve a level of focus no one else could reach. He never got rattled. His concentration was impenetrable. It was part of his genius.

				Passion & Energy. Michael is passionate about basketball and truly loved playing. His energy level allowed him to overcome fatigue in a remarkable, transcendent way.

				Work. Difficult as it is to recall, MJ did have weaknesses when he entered the NBA, but he worked tirelessly to improve and soon those weaknesses—defense and outside shooting—became his added strengths.

				Perseverance. MJ won through his will.He was such a tough opponent because he would never quit. I can speak firsthand as to how frustrating that is to an opponent!

				Responsibility. MJ lives—and thrives—under a microscope. I believe this visibility intensifies his sense of responsibility to his sport, family, community and country.

				Influence. What an influence and impact MJ has been to millions—not simply to the wannabes on the playgrounds—but to us in the NBA, too. Tracy McGrady, Shaq, Kobe, Allen Iverson and I are still striving to emulate him—yes, to be like Mike! He is truly the role model’s role model. He personifies how to conduct oneself on and off the court.

				Competing and Winning. I believe his competitive juices boil. It is known far and wide that MJ hates to lose, be it a simple card game or a Game Seven in the Finals. He always wants to win and that championship passion fuels him.

				Teamwork. MJ is the ultimate one-on-one player, yet he understands that winning big is determined by involving his teammates. Putting that philosophy in sneakers daily translated into a dynasty of six titles in eight years.

				Leadership. MJ leads by example. He demands no more from his teammates than he demands from himself.

				Respect, Trust, Loyalty. Michael has a great respect for the game and the people in the game, and he reveres his predecessors who provided the foundation for today’s NBA. When you respect people, they trust you, and trust breeds loyalty. For example, the loyalty MJ had for coach Phil Jackson is rare in our profession.

				Character. Michael is certainly not perfect. He is flawed like the rest of us. It is obvious to those of us who know him well, and probably to even casual observers, that quality of character has been embedded in his make-up. How else can one explain his self-discipline, humility, honesty, integrity and courage?

				Pat Williams and Michael Weinreb have captured the essence of Michael Jordan in an extraordinary way. This book is thoroughly researched, and the lessons from MJ’s career are so vividly explained that you will be able to apply them in your life. When you have “completed the MJ course,”you will discover that all of us can be like Mike.

				August 1, 2001

				Orlando, Florida

			

		

	
		
			
				WORD OF TRIBUTE

				By Doug Collins

				Head Coach, Washington Wizards

				Anyone who knows Michael Jordan and is asked to comment about him runs the risk of running out of superlatives but is never in danger of being accused of hyperbole. My first head coaching job in the NBA was with the Chicago Bulls, and I had the privilege of coaching Michael early in his pro career.

				Not only is Michael a coach’s dream, but he’s a sportswriter’s/commentator’s godsend because in reporting on his achievements on and off the court, it takes little time to compose a litany of praise.

				When reflecting on MJ, these words immediately come to mind . . .

				
						ultimate competitor

						quintessential example

						punctual

						prepared

						respectful

				

				Michael brought his “A game” every night,no matter who the competition was. Before each game I would observe him dealing with the media and his legions of fans, and then, as if an alarm would sound in his head, his focus would shift, and you could read in his eyes, “I’m ready for combat.”

				He would bring that same intensity to practice and win every sprint. He was always punctual, and he set an example for his teammates by working hard daily. His professionalism and leadership meant that I didn’t have to say a whole lot to get the players motivated. His inner fire served to spark his teammates to perform at their highest level.

				Michael was the most fundamentally sound player I have ever seen. Rick Majerus, head coach at the University of Utah,would show his players a highlight film of what things Jordan, the ultimate player,would do on the court. The highlights contained no footage of Michael posterizing an opponent with a thunderous dunk or a dazzling, gravity-defying pirouette on the way to the bucket. What the tape did show, however, was Michael dishing assists, filling the lane, playing defense, diving after loose balls, taking charges. . . . In my basketball career I have been associated with many great players, but there is only one Michael Jordan. No one that I have witnessed has his passion for the game. He is a gym rat at heart.

				In addition to his incredible skill and performance level, he has a great respect for the fans, his coaches, the competition, his fellow players and the game itself. He respects those who preceded him in elevating the level of play in the NBA, particularly Julius Erving.

				To this day when I think of Michael Jordan, I get a warm feeling. He gave me the chance to be successful as a coach, and I will be forever grateful for that.

				Since I left as the Bulls’ coach over ten years ago, I’ve enjoyed watching Michael’s unbelievable success from afar. During the whole period, I’ve wrestled with two questions: did Michael respect me as a coach, and did I help him in his career?

				So, you can imagine my feelings when my phone rang in late April 2001. It was Michael, asking me for my help and telling me he wanted me to come to Washington and coach his franchise, the Wizards. That was the ultimate sign of respect to me. Here was the greatest player of all time, building a team from the ground up, and he wanted me! Wow! That’s like a golfer getting a call from Tiger Woods asking him to play on his team.

				Michael’s call to me closed the cycle of my life and career. I felt as if I had come full circle.

				Pat Williams and Michael Weinreb have done an amazing job of research in capturing the essence of Michael Jordan. When you read about the eleven attributes that characterize Michael, I can assure you that you won’t become another Mike. There is only one Michael Jordan. But I can also guarantee that as you apply these characteristics to your daily regimen, you will be preparing yourself to perform at a championship level.

				August 1, 2001

				Washington, D.C.

			

		

	
		
			
				A MEMORY OF A YOUNG MICHAEL JORDAN

				By Richard Neher

				Michael’s Babe Ruth League Baseball Coach

				I coached Michael when he was thirteen, fourteen and fifteen years old. Michael Jordan was never an allstar when he played as a young boy. He was just a typical kid playing little league, but he was so loose and so competitive.

				When Michael was thirteen, our team’s fifteen-year-old catcher got hurt and we were desperate for a replacement. The rail-thin Jordan volunteered—“I’ll catch, coach!”—even though it took him three bounces to throw the ball to second base. I turned down Michael’s offer. He came back at me with, “Coach, if they run, I’ll gun!” Even then, Michael thought he could do anything. He had that confidence.

				We were playing Mutual of Omaha for first place that night and I stuck Michael back there. During infield practice, he bounced the ball to second and the other team started mocking him. Mike yelled at them,“You run, I’ll gun!” Sure enough, in the second inning he threw out three straight guys trying to steal —on the bounce!

				As far as basketball, Mike was just another gunner as a ten and eleven-year-old. He’d take thirty shots a game and if you passed him the ball, it wasn’t coming back. In the ninth grade, he was just a 5'9" guard, that’s all. Don’t let anyone tell you they saw greatness back in those days.

				August 1, 2001

				Wilmington, North Carolina

			

		

	
		
			
				A MICHAEL JORDAN MEMORY

				By Harvey Araton

				Sports Columnist, The New York Times

				My most vivid Michael Jordan memory is not one of him in the air or on the drive or celebrating the winning of another ring. It is a moment few of us outside the circle of these great athletes would ever be privileged to witness. I just got lucky. It was 1992, the Eastern Conference semifinals at Madison Square Garden, Pat Riley’s Knicks trying to stay alive and going about it in their new and brutish ways. It was the second half, the Knicks asserting control. Scottie Pippen had the ball in transition and seemed to be going in for a layup when suddenly he was hog-tied by John Starks and thrown to the floor. Time-out. Pippen, dazed,even bloodied,staggered to a seat on the bench. Seated at the edge of the press table,practically on the Bulls’ bench, I had a clear look into the team’s huddle, where, astonishingly enough, Jordan practically shoved Phil Jackson out of the way and kneeled right in front of his young and intimidated teammate. For about five seconds, he just stared at him, hard, and then he put his hand on Pippen’s knee. “Don’t you dare take that from them!’’ Jordan screamed. “Don’t let them do that to you! You’re getting the ball and you take it to the hole as hard as you can!’’ I will never forget the look in Jordan’s eyes that night. It was as controlled a rage as I’ve ever seen, which I’ve always believed was as essential to Jordan’s greatness as any part of his game. He had the ability to simultaneously balance anger and composure, regardless of the situation. If the opponent didn’t provoke him, Jordan found a way to inspire himself. If I had been Pippen that night, I would have been far more afraid to disappoint Michael than I would have been of Starks,Xavier McDaniel, Anthony Mason and Charles Oakley put together.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				PROLOGUE

				I am not a man who lives with a great deal of regret. But there are times, every so often,when I will spring forth from my bed in the middle of the night, hair standing in static spikes, and shake off the specter of a haunting nightmare. There are not many executives who can say they allowed the greatest athlete of the twentieth century to slide through their helpless grasp. And I’m one of them.

				Allow me to explain.

				I have spent my life in sports, in various front offices, in both baseball and basketball. By 1978, I was entrenched as the general manager of the NBA’s Philadelphia 76ers, who were coached by Billy Cunningham. And that fall, Billy Cunningham had a problem. It involved one of his players. His name was Lloyd Free. Eventually, Lloyd would change his legal name to World B. Free, and he would hover around the pro basketball world for what seemed like an eternity, taking ridiculously long jump shots and filling eager reporters’ notebooks with some of the ripest quotes they’d ever been given. He was an immense offensive talent, innovative and exciting and wellliked by the fans. It’s just that Lloyd sometimes forgot that he belonged to a team. He did not believe in the utility of the pass.

				So in the fall of 1978, it was my job to trade Lloyd Free. And I tried. I really did. But Lloyd’s reputation preceded him. I couldn’t get anything done, couldn’t get anyone to risk their reputation on Lloyd. The season approached. The day before it began, I was rescued—by the Clippers, of all entities.

				The Clippers were in San Diego back then. Didn’t matter. They were still hapless and bumbling and illmanaged, one of the most aimless franchises in the history of organized sports. Their new coach was Gene Shue, who had coached Lloyd Free in Philadelphia, and was now willing to gamble on Lloyd.

				There was a catch, of course. He was willing to gamble on Lloyd in exchange for virtually nothing. Being desperate, I took the deal. I traded Lloyd Free to the Clippers for a first-round draft pick.

				That is, a first-round pick in 1984. Six years hence. Which, in the transitional world of pro basketball, might as well have been the year 2050.

				I probably don’t have to tell you that the local media roasted me. They thought I’d given Lloyd away, which I denied, even though, of course, I basically had. But what did I know? Chances were it wouldn’t even matter. This is a tumultuous business. Who knew where I would be in six years?

				Six years later, in 1984, I was still in Philadelphia. And the Clippers were still awful. And we still had the rights to their number-one draft pick. This was before the draft lottery had originated, so the commissioner would simply flip a coin between the worst team in the Eastern Conference and the worst team in the Western Conference to determine who got the top pick. Barring some colossal reversals of fortune, the Clippers appeared destined for the coin toss.

				We already knew this was a rich draft. Sam Bowie and Sam Perkins were the top seniors, and Hakeem Olajuwon and Charles Barkley were juniors who were expected to declare themselves eligible. So was a lanky guard from North Carolina whose name will figure prominently in this book.

				We were busy reveling in the misery of the Clippers, anticipating the coin toss, when something catastrophic occurred. Houston, the only team in the West that could challenge the Clippers for the cointoss position, launched into a prolifically weird losing streak. I say weird because this was not the typically unwelcome nosedive. It seemed almost planned, premeditated, which, of course, it almost certainly was. Exhibit A: Elvin Hayes, who was then nearing senior citizen status, played fifty-three minutes in one overtime game.

				Still, on one of the final nights of the season, all we needed was for the Clippers to lose. Now, asking the Clippers to lose is not exactly a monumental request. This is a franchise that seemingly goes decades without winning a game.

				But on this night, the Clippers won. And Houston lost. And in the end, we lost. We tumbled out of the coin toss, and the Rockets slipped in and won it and picked Olajuwon. Portland, picking second, chose Sam Bowie. We had dropped to the fifth pick, and chose Barkley. Not exactly a poor selection. But with the third pick, Chicago chose . . . well, you know who Chicago chose. Children in third-world countries know who Chicago chose. I can’t even repeat it right now. I just know that seventeen years later, it still haunts my dreams.

				It’s easy enough to rationalize, to console myself with the notion that it’s technically not my fault, the way Houston conspired to ineptness. And that we might not have won the coin toss if we’d ever gotten that far. And that even if we had,we could have chosen any of that pool of players. And that we did get Barkley.

				But Billy Cunningham was a North Carolina graduate. He had an unfettered pipeline to North Carolina Coach Dean Smith, and I don’t think Dean Smith would have allowed Billy to go away without picking his player.

				So I think about it. Of course I do. Michael Jordan escaped me. That’s not a feeling you shake off in the span of a single lifetime.

				This is fourteen years later, in 1998. I’m watching Game Six of the NBA Finals,Chicago versus Utah, and so is an overwhelming and curious segment of the world. We’ve begun to figure that this is it for Michael Jordan, that this is his final appearance in uniform, his glorious and final vanishing point from pro basketball. He’s not saying. He’s hiding behind a knowing smirk, but it’s implied.

				The series has been grueling. Jordan’s legs are gone, but he continues to push toward the basket for layups, for fouls, for free throws. There are 18.9 seconds left when Jordan skulks in from behind and steals the ball from Karl Malone. The Bulls trail by a point. No time-out is called. And here is Jordan on the other end, never doubting himself, isolated on Bryon Russell, allowing the clock to drop below ten seconds, elevating fluently over a flailing Russell, letting go of a picturesque jumper, arm hovering like a beacon as the game-winning shot lands for his sixth NBA championship ring. This is how he walked away, scoring forty-five points, including his team’s last eight, frozen in a superlative moment amid the patina of victory. Fade out.

				Weeks passed. That image glossed into a portrait in my mind. I thought ahead, about the future, about what would remain of that image a generation from now, if Jordan’s legend could persevere. I thought about my children, how their generation had never lived through the careers of Julius Erving and Larry Bird and Magic Johnson, how legacies congeal and grow musty and distant so alarmingly soon.

				Part of my work comes as a motivational speaker. I craft my talks around the basic concepts of the human persona: speaking, listening, learning, the elemental skills and traits that shape us. And so I began to build a talk around the legacy of Michael Jordan,monikered after the old advertising slogan: How to Be Like Mike.

				I spoke to youth groups and corporate leaders. It was a speech that grabbed people, something they wanted to hear. “Can you imagine your organization with Michael Jordans running all over the place?’’ I’d ask the executives, emphasizing that I wasn’t merely talking about the Wednesday night basketball league. I tried to incorporate all that made Jordan one of the transcendent personas of the twentieth century. I’ve met Jordan a few times,but it was more the testimony of those who knew him that endeared me to the topic. “I’ll remember his greatness,’’ Bulls radio announcer Neil Funk told me. “It was like traveling with Babe Ruth. Or Elvis. Or any other great artist.’’

				Jordan is not a flawless man. Because of his extraordinarily public position, his shortcomings were often as widely exposed as his successes. But he is more than merely the sum of his talent, and the lessons of his life are significant enough that they deserve to be compiled here. And they deserve to be emulated. It is my wish that, by the end, you will see there is a way to do this without the benefit of a fade away jump shot.

				What I give you, then, are eleven chapters that encapsulate a persona as sweeping and immense as any this generation has ever witnessed. Here’s hoping that the moment will never fade out.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				The Tunnel

				JORDAN ON FOCUS:

				What happens to clutch guys in big moments is that everything slows down. You have time to evaluate the situation, and you can clearly see every move you need to make. You’re in the moment, in complete control. It’s hard to get there; something has to have you thinking that you can do no wrong. But once you do get there, you can just come out at the start of a game and generate the feeling.

				Concentration is the secret of strength in politics, in war, in trade; in short, in all management of human affairs.

				—Ralph Waldo Emerson

				On the morning of Game Five of the 1997 NBA Finals against Utah, during what would be his next-to-last flourish in pro basketball, Michael Jordan was swathed in blankets in a Salt Lake City hotel room, curled into a fetal position, his body limp and wracked with illness. He had a hundred-degree fever. Headaches and nausea had kept him awake all night. He was being pumped with intravenous fluids to replenish his strength.

				Word circulated that Jordan was profoundly ill. In the locker room, his teammates surveyed his unusually ashen skin, and television cameras captured Jordan’s laconic attempts to practice before the game began.

				The Jazz pulled out to an early lead. And yet it was Jordan who kept his team in the game, scoring twenty-one points in the first half, playing nearly the entire second half even as his body began to wither and his energy faded. He hit a three-pointer to give the Bulls the lead, and they won, 90–88. He’d scored fifteen points in the fourth quarter. He’d done it even though he could barely stand. He’d blustered through the malaise, through the breakdown of his body, and he’d maintained his focus on the series, on the game, on his team.

				There are a multitude of aspects to the persona that is Michael Jordan: his intelligence, his competitiveness, his perseverance, his leadership. Combined, they are the reason for Jordan’s six NBA titles, for his ascendance into the spectrum of the world’s most transcendent figures.

				But this day in Salt Lake City, Jordan was stripped to his essence. This was Jordan with a singularity of purpose, a focus, that could not be blurred.

				Think about MJ’s focus. He’d have two or three defenders on him at all times. Think how it must feel to compete against two or three guys every night. He’d face that battle every game.

				—Nate McMillan

				head coach, Seattle Sonics

				The following March, as our team, the Orlando Magic, was arriving for a game in New York, I took a seat on the team bus next to B. J. Armstrong, a veteran guard who played with Jordan in Chicago during their championship run in the early 1990s. It was late, nearly two in the morning, and I had the outline for this book stuffed in my Franklin Planner, which, if you know me, you understand is where I keep everything that is dear to me, except perhaps my children (but only because they couldn’t fit). At the time, this book had ten chapters, because motivational speakers like to think in the realm of hard-and-fast numbers.

				So I extracted the outline and handed it to B. J. and  asked him if he would look it over. He said he would. He took a few minutes as the bus rumbled toward our hotel on 54th Street.

				To focus on what’s around you diminishes your ability to focus on what’s before you.

				—Andy Stanley

				pastor and author

				Finally, he handed it back to me.

				“Looks good,’’ he said. “Looks like you’ve captured it all.’’

				There was a pause.

				“Except you’ve missed the most important thing.’’

				I nearly choked. “What?’’ I said. “Tell me, B. J.’’

				“The thing that makes Michael who he is,’’ he said, “is his focus. His ability to concentrate absolutely. To set everything else aside other than what needs to be done right now.’’

				I took the outline into my hotel room and revised and reshuffled for another hour. Which is why you’re reading this chapter before the others. Because B. J. Armstrong was right.

				“The thing I’ve noticed about Michael Jordan,’’ says Tom Smithburg, the Bulls’ former publicist, “is that he’s just completely focused. It’s like he’s decided to turn on that switch that brings down the curtain and shuts everything out but basketball.’’

				It is a mistake to look too far ahead. Only one link in the chain of destiny can be handled at a time.

				—Winston Churchill

				“There was a reason MJ was so focused. He had a routine and nothing could break it. He was never late. He was always extra early. He put his socks on the same way every time, then put on his shorts perfectly. Everything had to be just so,’’ said John Salley, former NBA player.

				Smithburg speaks of an invisible “tunnel,’’ of Jordan’s ability to walk glassy-eyed through that tunnel from the first day of the season until the last game of the play-offs. He kicked over a garbage can during half-time of a play-off game against Orlando, and it was as if he didn’t even realize he’d done it. He’s confessed that the games he played were the most serene part of his existence, that he could hear nothing in the tunnel, that he could think prolifically in the midst of that noise.

				And it’s not that the tunnel affects his demeanor among the public. He’s still personable and engaging. There’s just an everlasting sense that the tunnel exists.

				“Even when he’s smiling and talking to his teammates, or walking through a crowd,’’ Smithburg said, “you know he’s in the tunnel, looking toward the end.’’

				“Some athletes have a competitive drive that interferes with their focus,’’ said football coach Bill Walsh. “Very, very few have the complete inventory of qualities: the truly gifted athlete with the truly innate sense of focus. Michael had it—in spades.”

				The team ophthalmologist for the Bulls and White Sox, David Orth, had a test he used to measure reaction time. A player would peer through a screen into a dark area and Orth would flash sets of numbers on a tic-tac-toe board. They’d appear in increments, from a half-second to one hundredth of a second. The players called out the numbers as they were flashed.

				I coached in the 1988 All-Star game in Chicago. MJ won the slam-dunk contest on that Saturday, but was sick with a bad sore throat. Most guys wouldn’t have played in the game on Sunday. MJ went for forty-two against Magic Johnson and the West team.

				—Brendan Suhr

				former NBA assistant coach

				Jordan called out more numbers than anyone.

				“What that showed,’’ Orth said, “was spectacular vision. But it was more than that; it showed a tremendous physical ability to concentrate.’’

				Success in anything is about focus and concentration. When I coached, I’d say to the players, “Yes, I know you played hard, but that’s not good enough. You’ve got to stay focused on the task at hand the entire game.”

				—Rick Barry

				former NBA star

				And so Hank Aaron would pull his cap low over his eyes and peer out at troublesome pitchers through a vent in his hat. Broadcaster Ken Venturi insists that you could tell Jack Nicklaus his house was burning down while he stood on the first tee, and he’d shrug and tell you, “I’ll take care of it when I get in.’’ Cal Ripken won’t read on game days so as not to deplete his daily allocation of focus. Ben Hogan once sank a putt while a train whistle exploded in the distance, and when someone asked him about it, he asked, “What whistle?’’

				And Michael Jordan became accustomed to the attention in the same ways. He merely factored it in. When team photographer Bill Smith needed to take pictures, Jordan allowed him ten; he’d count them all, and in each he’d give Smith the perfect shot—smiling broadly, eyes wide open and alive. When so many of his games were being broadcast by NBC, Jordan built the pregame interview with the network into his schedule. One day, when NBC decided not to interview him for variety’s sake, he approached broadcaster Marv Albert during warm-ups.

				“Why didn’t we do the interview today?’’ Jordan said. “You broke up my schedule.’’

				Jordan also knew how to escape the attention. He knew how to hide. He would hole himself up in trainers’ rooms and locker rooms before big games, shielding himself from the glare of the moment until it was time to play. Once, before a play-off game, referee Wally Rooney walked into the officials’ locker room and found Jordan sitting there. When Rooney asked him what he was doing there, Jordan said, “I had to get away.’’

				In 1998, author Mark Vancil followed Jordan for an entire season while working on a book project. Vancil probed Jordan as thoroughly as he could about the way he handled himself in the midst of those last-second shots. “Don’t you feel fear?” Vancil asked. “Don’t you have negative thoughts?”

				To which Jordan replied, “Why would I think about missing a shot I haven’t taken yet?’’

				There was a certain amount of fear I took into the games. Not physical fear, but the fear of being humiliated.

				—John Hannah

				former NFL star

				“Michael had the ability to execute in the moment,’’ Vancil said. “He didn’t allow time to wash over itself. He moved through life in step with time, and that was what made him special, more than any physical gift he had. His focus was otherworldly.’’

				“The main business,’’ said author Thomas Carlyle, “is not to see what lies dimly at a distance, but to see what lies clearly at hand.’’

				Losing ourselves in the moment. This is focus. My son Stephen once kicked a game-winning goal for his soccer team, and as his teammates mobbed him, he looked confused, even a little stunned. Later, in the car, he admitted that he thought his team trailed 1–0, and that his goal had tied the game. “Talk about a lack of focus,’’ he muttered, without realizing that what he’d done was what few of us have the ability to do, to bury the circumstances, the outside influences, to hone our perspective to a narrow path. Stephen learned a life lesson that day: Everyone pays—either attention or dearly.

				“In all the years I coached against MJ, I tried to figure out how we could get to him. I never could find a way. You couldn’t get to his mind, his body or his spirit. You just couldn’t go at him in any way. He totally perplexed me. He was unattackable. He’d just break guys. I had a deep-seated respect for him,’’ said Pat Riley, head coach of the Miami Heat.

				First game of the 1997 NBA Finals at Utah. The Delta Center is tricked up like Barnum and Bailey’s Circus: light shows, fireworks, motorcycles, pulsating music, clouds of smoke billowing. The Bulls’ players stand in their pregame line, covering their ears, fighting to block out the noise and the colors and the kaleidoscope of distractions. And Utah general manager Scott Layden looked over and saw Jordan, his back to the court, his head bowed, lost in meditation.

				“It was chilling,’’ Layden said, “watching him get zoned in like that.’’

				It is the thrust behind the Zen principles that Jordan’s coach, Phil Jackson, attempts to impart upon his players. But really, this was not Jackson’s influence.

				“What did you learn from Phil?’’ Vancil once asked Jordan.

				“I learned that all the Zen stuff Phil had been teaching me,’’ Jordan said, “I’d been doing all my life anyway.’’

				“I never looked at the consequences of missing a big shot,’’ Jordan said. “Why? Because when you think about the consequences, you always think of a negative result. If I’m going to jump into a pool of water, even though I can’t swim, I’m thinking about being able to swim enough to survive. I’m not jumping in thinking to myself, ‘I think I can swim, but maybe I’ll drown.’’’

				“Focus enabled Michael to step up to another level every day,’’ said NBA coach Lenny Wilkens. “The great ones have this quality. Bird had it. Magic had it. But not at Michael’s level.’’

				I remember the time Michael was taping a Chevrolet commercial. The crew was preparing for a long session, a lot of takes. Michael did the whole shoot in one take.

				—Chet Coppock

				broadcaster

				I have some idea of how exceptional focus in sports can be. Before I discovered my future was in the front office, I played baseball. In all my career, I think I experienced that heightened awareness three times. It was as if the ball appeared to be moving in slow motion, as if I could pick up the path of a curve ball as it left the pitcher’s hand, as if I could see the stitches twirl.

				Once it happened to me as a senior in high school, in back-to-back games. On a Friday afternoon, I got three hits, two of them home runs. In the next game, the opposing coach (who happened to be my uncle) walked me four times. Once it happened for a whole week in college, at Wake Forest, during a Florida trip  my junior year. And once it happened in pro ball, in Miami, when I had four hits in a game at Tampa. I never felt it again in my career. Which explains, once more, why I’ve spent my career in the front office.

				Michael’s ability to nail a commercial spot on the first take was absolutely legendary.

				—Jeff Price

				NBA executive

				I once asked Philadelphia Phillies’ scout Art Parrack, what allowed certain talented players to rise above the others. “Their focus,’’ Parrack said. “Their ability to concentrate on every pitch, every game, every year.’’

				You hear the great athletes speak of it in reverent tones: as if their game is linked to a remote control, slowed down in the midst of chaos, an almost heavenly vision of self-actualization. Bill Russell would talk about this phenomenon in almost spiritual terms.

				I have picked up this awful habit late in life of running marathons, a task that requires not only a large amount of self-hatred, but heavy doses of concentration to push through the times when the body begins to break into pieces. In 1998 I was running the Boston Marathon with my wife. We passed the seventeen-mile mark with our feet leaden and our heads dizzy. We passed a woman who held up a sign that shouted in capital letters: FOCUS!

				If there is any one secret of effectiveness, it is concentration. Effective executives do first things first and they do one thing at a time.

				—Peter F. Drucker

				author

				We both lifted our heads and plunged onward. We both finished as the words of Alexander Graham Bell became clear to me: “Concentrate all your thoughts on the task at hand. The sun’s rays do not burn until brought to a focus.”

				“One night I went into the Bulls’ locker room in Denver to talk with MJ. There were about ten writers around him. He said, ‘I’ve got to watch this video.’ For the next ten or fifteen minutes, he sat and focused on the Nuggets’ last game. We waited. Then he turned to us and focused on our questions,’’ said sportswriter Clay Latimer. 

				I passed one of our former players, Ben Wallace, in the Magic locker room before a game in 1999 against Golden State. I asked him if he was ready to play.

				His eyes bored through me. He was expressionless.

				“I’m always ready,’’ he said.

				When I met Clarence Weatherspoon, an NBA power forward, I asked him if he had any stories about Jordan. He didn’t. Here’s why.

				“I don’t focus on anyone or anything,’’ he said, “except what I’m meant to be doing on the floor.’’

				I thought Michael might appreciate that.

				May 17, 1993. Richfield, Ohio. Bulls versus Cavaliers. Almost four years earlier, in this same building, after the Cavs had taken the lead with three seconds to play, Jordan hit a game-winning shot with Craig Ehlo draped on him.

				This game is tied. Eighteen seconds left. Jordan: “The fans are booing. They hate me. They’re thinking, ‘He can’t do this to us again.’ This one fan under the basket is really getting ugly, but that’s only helping me to concentrate, because, you know, God doesn’t like ugly.’’

				After the Georgetown–North Carolina title game in 1982 where Michael hit the winning shot. MJ said, “I could see myself hitting the shot. I could see it on the bus, on the way to the game.”

				—John Swofford

				former North Carolinaathletic director

				Jordan drifts across the foul lane and sinks a jump shot. The Bulls win, 103–101. Again. The Coliseum is awestruck, silenced. It is not the first time Jordan has cut through the din of an opposing audience with unwavering composure. It would not be the last.

				Jordan had no tolerance for lapses—from teammates, from coaches, from anyone. He understood the detriment, even the danger, of divided focus.

				Once, during an early season blowout, veteran official Ed Rush’s mind began to flit. Jordan could sense it. During a time-out, he walked over and said, softly, “Ed, could you let us know when the game is over? Because we’re still playing.’’

				“MJ was focused in the warm-up lines,’’ said NBA player Billy Owens. “You never saw him smiling in those lines. He was all business.’’

				Jordan shot 84 percent from the foul line for his career. Before every one, he spun the ball in his hands. Then he dribbled until he felt comfortable, somewhere between three and five times. He spun the ball again. And he shot. “When I’m doing that,’’ he confessed, “I don’t see anyone.’’

				If you chase two rabbits, both will escape.

				—Ancient Proverb

				Marv Levy, longtime college and NFL coach, tells a wonderful story about focusing on the moment: “I forget where I was, maybe Cal. I was walking up the tunnel, it was a beautiful day, it’s a beautiful location, and we were playing Stanford in the Big Game. And I sort of said to myself, ‘Man, where else would you rather be than right here, right now?’ I got to the sideline before the game and I had the team around, and I could see it in their faces that they felt the same way. And I said it. And from that point I have said it before every kickoff of every game. It’s the way I feel.”

				Karl Wallenda had been walking on high wires for years when he stretched a wire between a pair of buildings in San Juan, Puerto Rico, and attempted to tiptoe across. This was late in his career, and already, Wallenda had seen two relatives die when a seven-person family pyramid toppled. “All Karl thought about, for months, was not falling,’’ said his wife.

				It is no surprise, then, that Karl Wallenda fell to his death in San Juan.

				So how do we get there, to that place beyond the minutiae of daily life, beyond the noise and distractions of the workplace, beyond the weight of consequence?

				The truth is, focus begins with recognition. Of where you are. Of what can be controlled. Of the moments in which we live, and the moments that we can affect. It begins with today.

				That’s what author Barbara Sher meant when she wrote. “Now is the operative word. Everything you put in your way is just another method of putting off the hour when you could actually be doing your dream. You don’t need endless time and perfect conditions. Do it now. Do it today. Do it for twenty minutes and watch your heart start beating!”

				Past Performance Is No Guarantee of Future Success

				This is the best day in the history of the world, even though yesterday that seemed an impossibility.

				—Jack Kent Cooke

				sports mogul

				He shocked us more than once. He left basketball for baseball, enduring skepticism and doubt, and he returned to basketball with a decisive two-word press release—“I’m back.’’ He abandoned the game once again while still near his prime, and he left the placidity of retirement for the challenge of rebuilding a downtrodden Washington Wizards franchise. If there is a thread through Jordan’s expansive career, it’s that he does what he wants, when he wants, regardless of public perception. He exists in his own moments, carrying ahead into his own select challenges, dedicated toward maximizing life in the present tense.

				Phil Jackson was always preaching about being in the moment and living for the moment and enjoying each day for what it is.

				—Steve Kerr

				NBA player

				“Michael taught me to live in the moment. He never talked about the future. If it was the second quarter at Miami, Michael was in the second quarter. He was about right now. Next week’s game will take care of itself,’’ said B. J. Armstrong.

				* * *

				Late in the summer of 1993, Jordan’s father, James, pulled his car into a rest stop near Lumberton, North Carolina, to take a respite from the road. Two young men came upon him, murdered him and stole his car.

				It had already been a pensive time for Michael Jordan. Earlier that year, he’d won his third consecutive NBA title, and he’d begun to realize nearly all of his goals in basketball. He’d always been driven by challenges, by the insinuation that he couldn’t accomplish something. At first, the media had written that an individual scoring champion couldn’t win a team championship. So he won three. Then he wanted to be better than Julius Erving, better than David Thompson, better than Walter Davis, better than Elgin Baylor. He had done it.

				But now, no one would deny him anything.

				At his father’s funeral, Jordan spoke for twenty minutes about relishing the positive aspects of his father’s life and avoiding the circumstances that surrounded his death. “We all walked away looking for the positive in this tragedy,’’ said Jordan’s friend, Fred Whitfield. “My respect for Michael went way up.’’

				Meanwhile, Jordan took measure of the positives in his own life. The game had become less uplifting, less rewarding. The daily routine had become a chore, and the hubbub surrounding him—in his dealings with the media, in his spectacular array of endorsement contracts—began to wear on him. James Jordan’s death only accentuated these points.

				“When I did lose the appetite to prove myself again and again,’’ Michael said, “I started tricking myself. I had to create situations to stay on top.’’

				Life is always walking up to us and saying, “Come on in; the living’s fine.” And what do we do? Back off and take its picture.

				—Russell Baker

				author

				Jordan needed something else. A new situation. He’d hinted before at delving into baseball, his boyhood dream, the sport his father had once believed was his son’s best. That summer, he told his personal trainer to begin preparing him for a baseball career.

				Baseball, it would seem, was a failure. Jordan never progressed past the Double-A level with the Chicago White Sox. He struggled to hit professional pitching. He barely managed to keep his average above the .200 level in 1994. This was an athlete we were not accustomed to seeing fail, and being at the peak of his fame, in the wake of winning three NBA championships, it only meant the risk he took was that much bigger.

				“There was something quite admirable about what he set out to do, a player at the top of his game, a uniquely proud man—arguably the best ever—walking away from one sport and willing to begin at the lower rungs of another very demanding sport, willing to endure the possibility of failure,’’ wrote David Halberstam in his biography of Jordan, Playing for Keeps.

				BAG IT, MICHAEL, Sports Illustrated declared on its cover as Jordan was in the midst of his struggles in baseball. But what SI missed, and what all those who peered at Jordan with a jaundiced eye missed, is that even in failure—even when the experiment came to an end and Jordan returned to basketball—he’d succeeded. He’d worked as hard as he could: arriving early for batting practice and staying late. He’d enjoy each moment, his interaction with the young players, the freshness of it, the shifting focus of a career that had otherwise grown stagnant.
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